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Is high fructose corn syrup making us fat? 
 

The Center for Media Re-
search reported this week that 
nearly 25 percent of adults diet 
more than four weeks a year, 
making this activity more 
popular than hunting, fishing, 
skiing or golf. And yet, obesity 
is still on the rise. It is no won-
der that researchers are looking 
under every rock to understand 
what happened to the health and 
weight of Americans over the 
last 30 years. One of the latest 
culprits being implicated is the 
sugar fructose when found in a 
sweetener called high-fructose 
corn syrup, HFCS.  

Question: What is fructose 
and what is high-fructose corn 
syrup?  

Answer: Fructose, also called 
fruit sugar, is naturally present 
in most fruits and in honey. 
Common "sugar" (sucrose) 
made from sugar cane and sugar 
beets is half fructose and half 
glucose bound together.  
Corn does not contain fructose. 
But through processing, the 
starch from corn can be con-
verted into glucose and then to 
fructose. The result is HFCS, 
which is about half glucose and 
half fructose. 

Q: How does it differ from 
common table sugar?  

A: HFCS is less expensive to 
produce and about 1.2 times 
sweeter than sugar. Both sweet-
eners contain glucose and fruc-
tose sugar units. Consequently, 
once sugar and HFCS end up in 
the intestine, there is little dif-
ference in the amounts of fruc-
tose and glucose available to the 
body.  

Q: Why might HFCS be con-
tributing to obesity?  

A: Between 1975 and 1985, 
HFCS almost completely re-
placed the use of sugar in foods 
in this country. This is still the 
case. As the use of HFCS in-
creased, so did the prevalence of 
obesity.  

Researchers are concerned 
because fructose does not 
stimulate satiety signals to the 
brain as much as glucose does, 
so we may tend to consume 
more high-fructose sweets be-
fore we feel full. Also, under 
some conditions, the liver tends 
to make slightly more fat from 
fructose than from glucose.  

Other researchers doubt these 
concerns and point out any 
problem with higher fructose 

intake would likely be due to 
the fact that Americans are eat-
ing more sugars of all types. 
Also, fruits and fruit juices that 
are naturally high in fructose are 
consistently associated with 
health benefits.  

Q: So how does HFCS really 
rank compared to other likely 
causes of the obesity epidemic?  

A: Compared to increased 
portion sizes and increased use 
of vegetable oils, HFCS is likely 
a rather small contributor. 

Other factors that likely play 
a much greater role are de-
creased physical activity, cut-
ting physical education in 
schools and other things that 
keep us off our feet, such as the 
TV remote, personal computers 
and video games. 

As with so many health is-
sues, it comes to balance. 
Keeping added sugar at lower 
levels can benefit the diet. But 
just switching from a high in-
take of HFCS to some other 
sugar is not going to make any 
individual or nation become 
thin. 
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